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THE LATE EDWARD O'REILLY, ESQ. 

The ancient literature of Ireland has, by the death of Mr. O'Reilly, 
sustained a loss which we fear is quite irreparable. We know of no 
person at all competent to supply his place ; and the stores of unex- 
plored knowledge contained in our ancient MSS. must remain a sealed 
treasure, till some future patriot enthusiast shall devote himself to the 
acquirement of the ancient language of our island, with equal ardour, 
perseverance, and ability. Mr. O'Reilly was the representative of a 
respectable, though decayed branch of one of our most noble Milesian 
families. He had not the advantage of a classical education, and the 
greater portion of his life was spent in the drudgery of a merchant's 
office, and subsequently in a retail business, for the support of a nu- 
merous family. Under circumstances so little favourable to the acqui- 
sition of knowledge, he found time to store his mind with a vast fund 
of general information, particularly relative to the history of the 
British islands, and to acquire a skill in the ancient language of Ireland, 
such perhaps as no one in his time possessed. His patriotic devotion 
to the ancient literature of his country did not stop here. From his 
scanty income he contrived means to possess himself of one of the largest 
and most valuable collections of Irish MSS. ever possessed by any pri- 
vate individual, and which, owing to the disgraceful indifference of our 
pubKc institutions, would, but for him, in all probability have perished. 
These MSS. had been collected together by speculators, and brought 
to Dublin from all parts of Ireland, in expectation that they would 
have been purchased by the university out of the fund bequeathed by 
the patriot Flood for the preservation of the ancient language and 
literature of Ireland. That bequest was lost by some carelessness, it 
is said, on the part of those in whose favour it was made, and no bet* 
ter purchasers could be found for the cart loads of ancient Irish MSS. 
than the venders of old books, from whose stalls the poor but patri- 
otic O'Reilly had the good fortune to rescue as many as his means 
would allow. It was after this period, and chiefly with a view to 
make himself acquainted with the contents of his recently acquired trea- 
sure, that he applied his energetic mind to the acquisition of the language 
in which they were written, and of which he had previously no know- 
ledge whatever. How far his efforts were successful, will be appre- 
ciated- by the works which he has published, which are but a small 
portion indeed of what he would have given to the world had he net 
with suitable encouragement from his countrymen. 

Mr. OReilly's first and most elaborate work is his Irish-English 
Dictionary, published in 1817. This is by far the most copious and 
accurate lexicon of our ancient language hitherto published ; but 
though it contains upwards of twenty thousand words not to be found 
in any other dictionary, it is still far from being complete, and he has 
left behind him in MS. many thousand additional Words to be incor- 
porated with it in some future edition. 

His next work was "A Chronological Account of nearly four hun- 
dred Irish Writers, commencing with the earliest account of Irish His- 
tory, and carried down to the year of our Lord 1780, with a Descrip- 
tive Catalogue of such of their works as are still extant in verse or 
prose, consisting of upwards of one thousand Tracts. Dublin, 1820- 
This is an exceedingly valuable and interesting work, though compile" 
somewhat too hastily, and in consequence very far from being a* 
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copious as the existing materials would have allowed. It is in fact 
not much more than a catalogue raisonne of the MS. tracts and poems 
in his own very valuable library. 

His next and last publication was " An Essay on the Brehon 
Laws," which obtained a prize from the Royal Irish Academy, 
and appeared in the valuable Transactions of that learned body, 
whose publications are becoming every day more interesting and 
important, from the attention recently paid by the academy to 
subjects of national concern. This essay is deserving of great praise, 
and obtained for the author the thanks and applause of some of the 
most enlightened members of the judicial bench in one of the sister 
islands, in whose minds it excited an ardent desire to see the whole of 
those laws made public ; and it is certainly a disgrace to the patriotism 
and literature of Ireland that they should be allowed still to remain 
in darkness and neglect. To these works we may add the name of 
another, now in course of publication, but which its author unfortu- 
nately did not live to see put to press, "An Essay on the Authenticity 
of the Poems of Ossian. This also obtained a prize from the Royal 
Irish Academy, and its publication will, we have no doubt, contri- 
bute much to the value and interest of the forthcoming volume of 
their Transactions, and afford, at the same time, a high gratification 
to the lamented author's friends. 

Besides these published works, Mr. O'Reilly has left after him many 
others in a fit state for the press, and which we trust will be given ere 
long to the public. Of these the most important perhaps is his Eng- 
Mi-Irish Dictionary, a grand desideratum, at the present moment, 
respecting which he evinced much anxiety to leave it, as he did, com- 
plete before his death. 

Next in value to this may be considered his translation of the Annals 
•f Innisfallen into English, which he has also left in a finished state. 
He has likewise left translations of a considerable portion of the An- 
nals of the Four Masters, and of the greaterpart of the deeply inter- 
esting and romantic history of Red Hugh O'Donel. What progress 
he made in his projected Life of Carolan, we are not able to say, but 
his collections, the result, in part, of several visits to the districts in 
which the bard usually wandered, we know to have been copious; 
wd it is deeply to be deplored that Mr. O'Reilly never met with en- 
couragement to induce him to complete a task for which, his talents 
and peculiar temperament eminently fitted him, and to which he would 
doubtless have done ample justice. He has also left a collection of 
Carolan's songs, with their original melodies, for Mr. O'Reilly added 
a considerable skill in music to his other self-acquired attainments. 
Lastly, we should mention the descriptive catalogue of his MSS. an 
elaborate work, which will be of great value to the student in Irish 
historical literature. 

I^e private character of Mr. O'Reilly was honest and amiable — a 
good husband, a kind father, and a warm friend. His temperament 
was ardent and impassioned — an Irish one in the strictest sense of the 
word. His appearance was equally characteristic of his country ; and 
his well-formed physiognomy at once bespoke the man of fine intel* 
lect, and of patrician Irish blood. 
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